about whether we ought to or not. How and when humour becomes offensive has become an important topic in contemporary humour studies.
1 Neil Hamburger's standup routine is an interesting instance of humour that borders on offence not just because of the 'sick' elements in his jokes but also because of his parody of standup comedy itself.
It is purposeful but risks the possibility of not being funny. Notwithstanding the context of the comedy club-where jokes that push the limit are expected-anyone who gets up on an American stage to joke about God not being able to create tits because he is gay is likely to risk offence, and of course, the 'joke' not being experienced as funny. The unseemliness of Hamburger's stage persona helps him get away with it but Hamburger does provoke wildly divergent reactions, from gleeful approval to moral outrage and (or) boredom. One reviewer from the Guardian, Brian Logan, described him as a 'sobad-he's-still-bad anti-comedian' and stated of a particular performance in Edinburgh that 'if we laugh-and I did-we're doing so at the intemperance of his hatred, and at his assumption that we'll share it' (Logan 2010: para. 1, 2) . Why does Neil Hamburger draws on the work of Mulkay who argued influentially that humour's existence as a 'non-serious' mode of discourse makes it fundamentally derivative of politics in the serious realm, and thus ultimately powerless because it cannot intervene independently.
When humour is powerful, it is because it reflects politics that are already at play in the 'serious realm ' (Mulkay 1988: 197-219) . However, a derivative or a disciplinary account of the 'power' of humour leaves little by which to distinguish between conservative disciplinary humour that attacks contradictions of the social order's values and humour that is truly rebellious. That is to say, defining humour largely in terms of socially disciplinary ridicule or something derivative of serious politics means reducing revolutionary humour to the pleasure of rebellion or to impotent fun. And yet, if humour is a rhetorical tool, as Billig says (2005: 189) , what is it that changes when humorous ridicule becomes rebellious as it lights upon a fresh sense of what is at fault in the social order, such as when Hamburger invites his audience to see the meaninglessness (from his point of view) of the categories of celebrity and the sacred? Shared laughter is a social force, but it is also a shared moral vision, and thus a mental phenomenon as much as a social one.
Here I want to revisit Aristotle's comments in the Poetics on the risible in order to bring out the psychological elements of humour implicit in those comments; this will be of use in analyzing Hamburger's routine because they point to both the shared moral vision in rebellious humour as well as the subjective thresholds beyond which humour becomes pain or offence. Aristotle's comments on the subjects of comedy and the risible are usually just put together with those of Thomas Hobbes (1588-1689), as an example of 'superiority theory.' 3 However, Aristotelian thinking on the subject can evoke more than that. The comments in his Poetics do not amount to a theory of comedy, as is well known; the book primarily discussed tragedy. However, in the context of a short discussion of theatrical comedy, Aristotle spoke evocatively though ambiguously of the laughable as a species of the ugly or disgraceful. The laughable, he suggests, is 'constituted by a fault and a mark of shame (aischros), but lacking in pain or destruction ' (1987: 36) . For this reason, Aristotle describes the genre of theatrical comedy as that which imitates people and behaviours that violate values held to be more sympathy for his antics and his attitude to celebrity and the sacred than one would expect at first. Though as will become increasingly clear, not everybody 'gets it.'
The laughable, for Aristotle, is a particular species of fault/shame/ugliness (aischros) and its particular feature is that it does not involve pain or destruction. Yet 'lacking in pain or destruction' involves a considerable ambiguity. Does Aristotle mean 'lacking in pain or destruction' for the person being laughed at? That would mean he is prescribing a threshold beyond which a person or thing should not be mocked: that is, up to the point at which they truly suffer. Or, does Aristotle mean 'lacking in pain or destruction'
for the person laughing? In that case, he is empirically describing a psychological threshold in the experience of humour, whereby a given subjectivity cannot experience amusement if it hits too close to home, because that is the point at which emotional experience moves from humour to horror. We do not need to decide for one over the other. As Halliwell's commentary notes, both interpretations are possible (1987: 85).
However, I wish to exploit that latter possibility-that there is a subjective threshold marking the scope of humour-as a way of engaging with offence and the unacceptable at the level of subjectivity, or individual psychological experience. The threshold I am interested in is that familiar point of mental recognition, which says: 'maybe I should not be laughing at this.' It is a question that Hamburger's performances evoke.
Aristotle's comments offer us not just the idea that a critical and thus moral or evaluative stance lies behind the psychology of the laughable, or the unseemly. They suggest also that, because of the critical stance it implies, when people share humour they share a specific moral vision, that is to say, a set of beliefs about how things ought to be or ought not to be. The moral vision underlying this is that celebrities ought to be in touch with the fact that celebrity itself is not a significant human achievement. When they are not, their behaviour can be very funny when a comedian draws attention to that contradiction.
Hamburger's moral vision is in the same ballpark. His means of deconstruction, however, is relatively unique. Not only do his sick jokes push the limit of comic potential by risking people not even finding the jokes funny, but Hamburger groans at his own jokes as if they were bad ones, almost confirming the audience's confusion.
The groans implicitly ask the audience to be complicit in the mockery of the joke even as it is being told and 'enjoyed.' This has the effect not only of evacuating the categories of celebrity and sacred of any meaning but also of softening the intensity even of the moral vision that questions celebrity-behaviour. This in itself is potentially amusing because comedy shows are expected to be funny and Hamburger makes a mockery of his own funniness. In doing so he is often very funny.
Aristotle's comment about humour being a fault that does not cause pain, also suggests, as I have said, a subjective (and when shared, social) threshold beyond which humour becomes horror, and the merely unseemly becomes the abominable as the comic situation or joke cuts too close to the bone. I am therefore using the English word 'unseemly' to describe that which people are able to find funny because the particular moral compromise remains, in Aristotle's words, 'free from pain and destruction.'
Within this Aristotelian framework there is a continuum of moral compromise moving away from moral foibles or contradictions of values and expectations that are not particularly threatening and are therefore funny and towards that which causes moral outrage and vicarious (or otherwise) pain. Any given person will experience a particular joke (a joke targeting some form of unseemliness) in a slightly different place on the continuum. That relativity describes what happens when some people are offended by a joke and others are delighted. Getting too close to the bone means getting too close to that less amusing and deeply problematic terrain, which cannot be described as merely unseemly anymore and is unlikely to be experienced as funny. For instance, a joke about a certain form of sexual unseemliness might evoke in one person painful memories that make the joke offensive or not funny and yet be immensely amusing to another because the distance from any such memories makes the critique of the joke remain merely unseemly. At the level of socially negotiated moral vision, it can be unacceptable to laugh at or find certain things merely unseemly and thus amusing, given the sheer gravity of the pain and (or) destruction those topics involve; the holocaust and its survivors is an obvious example. Sufficient personal or socially negotiated distance has to exist from any kind of confronting horror for things to be laughable. It is sometimes difficult to know where the dividing line is. Most of us have been confronted with the experience of simultaneously laughing at something and asking ourselves whether we really ought to be laughing. Speaking of a subjective and social threshold between the unseemly (funny) and the morally abominable (unacceptable) gives us a
way of understanding what is going on in that confusing scenario.
'Distance' from pain or destruction is therefore a key element in an Aristotelian psychology of humour. Hamburger carefully stays on the acceptably decorous side of the threshold when joking for instance that God invented Domino's Pizza to punish humanity for its complacency in letting the holocaust happen. There he maintains a certain distance from the holocaust itself-and from the threshold where things might become unacceptable or deeply offensive-by joking only with reference to the holocaust and making Domino's Pizza and his caricature of God the butt, target, or unseemly aischros of his intense critical focus. Palmer's discussion of cruel or sadistic humour presents the idea that the SS officer in Sophie's Choice (Styron 1979 ) is a kind of joke in the context of his own subjectivity (1994: 170-171 cause pain, sufficiently for jokes to be effective, or otherwise, fails to maintain that distance, leading to offence or simply a lack of funniness. The amount of people who are able to stay on the lighter side of the threshold between painless unseemliness and painful offensiveness will shape the extent to which an occasion is humorous. The threshold is negotiated differently for each person but only two people need to share the moral vision of a joke and stay on the humorous side of the threshold for humour to be said to exist, as distinct from mere laughter induced by the fact that others are laughing.
Neil Hamburger uses the fact that the comedy club context licenses boundary-pushing to try something unique. After setting himself up as a buffoon, so that the audience can always laugh conservatively at him, he deliberately violates those thresholds to bring people closer toward his own moral vision.
In the Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle suggests that those who 'carry humour to excess are thought to be vulgar buffoons, striving after humour at all costs' (Aristotle 1984: 1780, IV.8). It was possible to enjoy unseemliness to such an extent that you became unseemly and thus laughable yourself. Aristotle's Roman commentators agreed. For
Cicero-the iconic orator and rhetorical theorist-too, mimicry of another's unseemly behavior was usually laughable; when it went too far, the mimic turned himself into a himself as an unseemly clown, as something to be laughed at. Indeed the audience seems to find his bumbling very amusing. While it is inappropriate and problematic to make assumptions about the emotions of people in the audience merely from the sounds they make, it is reasonable to make meaningful distinctions between laugh-out-loud moments, tentative giggling, and groaning, as far as the intensity of funniness they suggest. When he drops a glass for the first time, the audience laughs loudly. However, throughout this introduction the audience reacts primarily with confused giggling.
Hamburger's very buffoonishness seems therefore to hover somewhere between the laughable and the lame. As a buffoon, he encourages the audience to be amused at his very act of attempting to ask joke questions, precisely because it is a buffoon who is asking. pitiable. For example, as he mentions his attempted suicide by jumping off a pile of bad reviews for his latest album, he mentions also that he is offering them for sale in a 'mildewy corner' even though they won 't sell (37:15-45) . He also constantly whimpers in a high pitched whiney sounding voice after most of his jokes, both signaling his feelings about a tired pitiful career and constructing common we-are-not-amused ground with an audience that may have struggled to find a given joke amusing or only could because it is unseemly and funny when a comedian himself or herself is not even amused. Hamburger also offers his trademark phrase 'but that's my life!' multiple times in this performance, though mostly in a trailing-off fashion suggesting he can barely even bring himself to complain. How much more unseemly is a comedian who is visibly troubled by his own act? This comic's sympathy with the audience and the sympathy he asks in return is poignantly captured in a hilarious recognition (and construction) of mutual perversion towards the end of the show. Hamburger wishes to thank the crowd for being such a good (sympathetic?) audience just before he finishes things off: that is, 'before we release the cyanide gas into the room' (41:05).
Acccordingly
Hamburger's performance is structured as follows. There is a movement from jokes that attack merely conventional forms of unseemliness, via sick jokes and the ugly stage persona, culminating-not always, because that will depend on the audience-in the emergence of Hamburger's own sense of the unseemly, his own politics. Some of the jokes are harder to laugh at than others because they push toward that which is painful or viscerally disgusting. While such jokes can simply intensify the unseemliness of the character there is more going on than that.
Those who begin to inhabit the comic mind of Neil Hamburger on the other side of the social threshold, even a little, will have to maintain some subjective distance of their own from anything too threatening or painful, but even then, they are being asked to think about why the awkward jokes can stop amusement in its tracks. The very idea that God could be flippantly responsible for the terrible suffering Schiavo and her family and then flippantly send her to hell for retributive punishment is itself horrific. The caricature of God using Domino's pizza for retribution was the initial target. Distance from the confronting idea of divine retribution comes from the unseemliness of 'creating' Domino's pizza to punish people and from the fact that a scenario in which those responsible for the holocaust were brought to some justice can be compelling. But the joke about Schiavo goes much further. The caricature of God is still the comic butt. However, it borders on the offensive or painful both for those who believe in a better God than that and for anyone who sees this as divine injustice. In trying to answer why one might still be laughing at such a joke, and whether they Hamburger is deconstructing the many ways in which we keep these categories meaningful by ordinary mockery of celebrities and gods. He makes a mockery of celebrity-joking both by gradually stripping celebrity jokes of their meaningfulness as a moral critique, recasting them as sick jokes and pushing the limits of people's comic distance. He makes a mockery of God-jokes too by shifting them from a light-hearted moral critique of a God-caricature into attack on a God-caricature that is little short of evil. Hamburger's mockery of celebrity jokes in particular is also achieved by embodying the emptiness of the category himself. He is a buffoon figure groaning at the 'failure' of his own career as a comedian. Of course, that is exactly where Hamburger's brilliance lies. The deflationary irreverence toward the very idea of celebrity and sacred as meaningful, when coming from an apparently bitter old comic who has never really been popular, is entirely, and often delightfully, in character.
